
RESEARCH REPORT SERIES 
(Survey Methodology #2021-05) 

Cognitive Testing of the 2020 American Community Survey (ACS) 
Mailing Materials 

Jessica Holzberg 
Jonathan Katz 
Jasmine Luck 

Mandi Martinez 
Mary Davis 

Center for Behavioral Science Methods 
U.S. Census Bureau 

Washington, D.C. 20233 

Report issued: November 3, 2021 

Disclaimer: This report is released to inform interested parties of research and to encourage 
discussion. The views expressed are those of the authors and not those of the U.S. Census Bureau. 
The paper has been reviewed for disclosure avoidance and approved under CBDRB-FY20-124. 



ii 

Abstract 

There is evidence from previous census years that the decennial census has an impact on American 
Community Survey (ACS) response rates, with ACS response increasing before census day and 
decreasing after census day. This may be because some respondents do not recognize that they are 
being asked to respond to two distinct requests from the Census Bureau. In 2010, the use of 
messaging in ACS materials explaining that the survey is different from the census improved ACS 
participation compared to the standard production materials. Therefore, an interdivisional Census 
Bureau team made similar updates to the ACS materials for 2020 which were then cognitively 
tested with 20 participants. Overall, the revised materials were successful at distinguishing the 
ACS from the 2020 Census and communicating that response to both is mandatory. Most of the 
recommended language was implemented into materials that were planned for the March-
September 2020 ACS panels. However, mailing constraints related to the COVID-19 pandemic 
resulted in modifications to this plan for the April-September 2020 ACS panels. Because of this, 
we recommend conducting additional testing prior to 2030 to inform decisions about their use. 
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
There is evidence from previous census years that the decennial census has an impact on 
American Community Survey (ACS) response rates, with ACS response increasing before census 
day and decreasing after census day (Chesnut and Davis 2011; Baumgardner 2013). This may be 
because some people whose addresses are sampled for the ACS may not recognize that they are 
being asked to respond to two distinct requests from the Census Bureau. The Census Bureau 
developed alternative 2010 ACS mailing materials for use during the time of the 2010 Census that 
explained the ACS was different from the 2010 Census and that respondents were required to 
complete both. The Census Bureau also developed a field flier that ACS field representatives (FRs) 
could use during in-person data collection to further differentiate the ACS from the 2010 Census. 
The mailing materials improved ACS participation compared to the production ACS materials 
(Chesnut and Davis 2011) and FRs reported using the flier frequently. The Census Bureau planned 
to implement similar revisions to the ACS mailing materials and to use a field flier during the 2020 
Census; however, this plan was impacted by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on ACS data 
collection. 
 
Using the 2018 ACS production materials, an interdivisional Census Bureau review team updated 
the materials for 2020 with similar changes to those made to the materials in 2010. Revisions 
were also made to the field flier that was used in 2010. These materials were cognitively tested 
with 20 participants during fall 2018. The goal of the cognitive interviews was to answer the 
following research questions: 
 

1. Did participants understand that the ACS was different from the decennial census? If so, 
which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message?  

2. Did participants understand that they were required to complete both the ACS and the 
census? If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that 
message?  

3. Did participants notice and understand the language on the flap of the third mailing 
envelope? Was one version of the flap wording more successful than the other in 
getting participants to understand that the ACS is different from the census and that 
they are required to complete both?  

4. Did the FAQs answer the questions that participants had? What questions did 
participants have that were not answered by the FAQs?  

5. After seeing the field flier, did participants understand that the ACS was different than 
the census? 

 
Overall, the revised materials were successful at distinguishing the ACS from the 2020 Census 
and communicating that response to both is mandatory. In this report, we describe cognitive 
interview findings and make recommendations for additional changes to the materials. We also 
describe how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the use of the recommended materials.  
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2 INTRODUCTION 
 
In response to demand for more timely social, economic, and housing data, the U.S. Census 
Bureau began development and testing of a continuous data collection alternative to the 
decennial census long-form in the 1990s and early 2000s (U.S. Census Bureau 2014). Later named 
the American Community Survey (ACS), this survey was fully implemented in 2005 and the 
decennial long-form was eliminated beginning with the 2010 Census. Since then, the ACS has 
served as the premier source for detailed population and housing information about our nation. 
 
The ACS collects data regularly throughout each year, sampling about 290,000 mailable housing 
unit addresses in each monthly panel. As a result, in census years some households are asked to 
complete both the ACS and the decennial census around the same time. There is concern that 
some people in these households may not recognize that they are being asked to respond to two 
distinct requests from the Census Bureau, supported by evidence that the census has had an 
impact on ACS response rates in previous census years (Chesnut and Davis 2011; Baumgardner 
2013). In 2000, self-response to the ACS increased early in the year prior to census day (April 1) 
and then declined in the months after census day. It has been hypothesized that respondents 
who received the ACS prior to the census may have thought the ACS was the first request to 
complete the census and thus eagerly completed it. On the other hand, respondents who 
received the census before the ACS may have thought the ACS was an additional mailing about 
the census and disregarded it because they thought they had already completed it. 
 
After observing this trend in 2000, the Census Bureau developed alternative 2010 ACS mailing 
materials with the goal of minimizing the impact of the census on ACS response rates. In these 
alternative materials, it was explained to respondents that the ACS was different from the 2010 
Census and that respondents were required to complete both. Multiple letter and envelope 
changes were cognitively tested (Schwede 2013), and then three treatments were field tested in 
2010. The treatments were compared to each other and to the standard 2010 ACS production 
materials, which did not attempt to differentiate the ACS from the 2010 Census. All of the 
treatments improved ACS participation compared to the production materials (Chesnut and 
Davis 2011). The Census Bureau also developed and cognitively tested a field flier that ACS field 
representatives (FRs) could use during computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) data 
collection to further differentiate the ACS from the 2010 Census (Schwede and Sorokin 2010). 
This flier was viewed positively by FRs, who reported using it frequently.  
 
Since this was successful, the Census Bureau planned to implement similar revisions to the ACS 
mailing materials and to use a field flier during the next census in 2020. We were unable to re-
use the same materials used in 2010 for the planned 2020 mailings due to changes in 
methodology that occurred in the years since. For example, in 2010, ACS and census self-
response was collected only via paper questionnaire; in 2020, both ACS and the census 
encouraged households to respond on the internet. There have also been other changes to the 
mailings for both the ACS and the census as a result of expert review, qualitative research, and 
field testing conducted since 2010.  
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As a result, new materials needed to be developed and cognitively tested for 2020. An 
interdivisional Census Bureau review team used the 2018 ACS production materials as a starting 
point to update the materials for 2020. The team’s primary goal was to implement changes to 
the 2018 materials that were as similar as possible to those made to the successful alternate 
2010 ACS materials. However, some further changes were made to increase clarity or the salience 
of the distinction between the ACS and the decennial census. In this report, we describe the 
changes that were made and the results of cognitive testing of these materials. We also make 
recommendations for further changes to the materials and describe how the COVID-19 pandemic 
impacted the use of the recommended materials. 
 

3 MATERIALS 

3.1 ACS Mailing Materials 
In 2018, the ACS sent all mailable1 sampled addresses at least two pieces of mail and up to five 
separate mailings. Each mailing is unique and some contain multiple components. The first 2018 
mailing was a package that included a letter, an internet response instruction card, a frequently 
asked questions (FAQ) brochure, and a multilingual information brochure. About a week later, 
addresses received a “pressure seal”2 reminder letter. After this second mailing, addresses from 
which the Census Bureau has received an ACS response no longer received mail about the survey.  
 
Addresses from which the Census Bureau had not received a response as of the mailing date for 
the third mailing were sent the questionnaire package about two weeks after the pressure seal 
reminder. As in the first mailing, the third mailing included a letter, an internet response 
instruction card, and a FAQ brochure. It also included a paper questionnaire and return envelope. 
There was no multilingual brochure in this mailing. Next, addresses received a reminder postcard 
a few days later requesting a response. After this fourth mailing, addresses from which the 
Census Bureau had received an ACS response no longer received mail about the survey. Finally, 
addresses from which the Census Bureau had not received a response as of the mailing date of 
the fifth mailing were sent a final mailing a couple weeks later, which was a pressure seal 
reminder letter similar to the second mailing.  
 
For the purposes of this project, the review team chose to focus primarily on the components 
that were modified in 2010, which included the envelopes, letters, and postcard. The team also 
made changes to the pressure seal mailers, which were not a part of the ACS mailing strategy in 
2010. We elected not to make changes to the questionnaire or supplemental materials (the 
instruction card, FAQ brochure, multilingual information brochure, and return envelope). Table 

 
1 Mailable addresses are those that meet certain United States Post Office standards for mail delivery (see 
https://pe.usps.com/cpim/ftp/pubs/pub28/pub28.pdf for more information). Unmailable addresses begin with in-
person data collection. 
2 Respondents must tear strips of paper off three sides of the pressure seal in order to open the letter (see 
Appendix 8.1). 

https://pe.usps.com/cpim/ftp/pubs/pub28/pub28.pdf
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1 below summarizes the major changes made to each of these mailings; materials are also shown 
in Appendix 8.1. 
 
Table 1. Revisions to ACS 2020 Mailings for Cognitive Testing3 

Mailing Mailing type Changes cognitively tested for 2020  
1 Initial mailing package • Language emphasizing the ACS 

(“The U.S. Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey”) was 
added to the front of the envelope 
above the address window. 

• The Census Bureau logo was added 
to the back of the envelope. 

• The letter was modified to include 
language explaining the difference 
between ACS and the 2020 Census 
and that response to both is 
required. 

• A FAQ section was added to the 
back of the letter. 

2 Pressure seal reminder • Text was added to the front that 
reads, “The U.S. Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey.”  

• Text inside the mailer was added to 
explain the difference between ACS 
and the 2020 Census and that 
response to both is required. 

3 Questionnaire package • The look-and-feel of the front of the 
envelope was changed as in the 
initial mailing.  

• The Census Bureau logo as well as a 
few sentences explaining the 
difference between ACS and the 
2020 Census and that response to 
both is required was added to the 
back of the envelope. Two versions 
of the back of the envelope were 
developed for cognitive testing. 

• The letter was modified to include 
language explaining the difference 
between ACS and the 2020 Census 

 
3 A decision was made to update the look-and-feel of the envelope return address and letter header for ACS 
mailings independently of this group. Thus, all materials also included this change. 
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and that response to both is 
required. 

• A FAQ section was added to the 
back of the letter. The content was 
similar to the FAQs in the initial 
package but the FAQs included 
more white space. 

4 Postcard • A sentence was added to the back of 
the postcard explaining that 
response to both the ACS and the 
2020 Census is required by law. 

5 Pressure seal reminder • Text was added to the front that 
reads “The U.S. Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey.”  

• A minor wording change was made 
to the inside of the letter to clarify 
that this mailing was for the ACS. 

3.2 ACS Field Flier 
In 2018, the Census Bureau used FRs to conduct nonresponse followup with a subsample of 
addresses from which a response has not been received after all five mailings were sent. This 
followup was conducted via CAPI. The FRs used a variety of materials to encourage response to 
the ACS during CAPI; in 2010, this included a flier specifically differentiating the ACS from the 
2010 Census. This flier was two-sided. On one side, respondents were shown FAQs on topics such 
as the difference between the ACS and the census and why answers cannot be shared between 
the census and ACS. On the other side, respondents were shown images of the ACS and the 2010 
Census paper questionnaires with information about what questions were asked on each.  
 
Using the 2010 flier as a starting point, the review team reflected changes in ACS and census 
methodology (e.g., the use of the internet to collect responses) and improved the flier’s clarity. 
The overall look-and-feel was also updated to match current Census Bureau style guidelines (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2019). Table 2 below summarizes the changes made to the flier; the flier is also 
shown in Appendix 8.2. 
 
Table 2. Revisions to ACS Field Flier for 2020 

Flier side Changes cognitively tested 

FAQ side 

• The first FAQ was edited to be phrased in a more positive way (versus 
“Didn’t I already answer the census?” in 2010) and the answer to this 
question was simplified. 

• The second FAQ was slightly re-phrased, and a reference to the 
frequency in which the ACS is conducted was removed. 
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• More information was added to the third FAQ to explain how responses 
are used. 

• Examples of ACS questions not asked on the census were added to the 
fourth FAQ to mirror the other side of the flier. 

• A “thank you” sentence was added to the bottom of the flier.  
• Other minor grammar and stylistic changes were made. 

Questionnaire 
image side 

• References to and images of the census questionnaire were removed, 
due to uncertainty about the final appearance of the 2020 Census web 
instrument and paper form at the time of testing. 

• Text was clarified to explain that ACS responses can be collected online 
or on paper. 

• The image of the ACS paper form was updated to the most recent form 
and a screenshot of the ACS internet instrument was added. 

 

4 STUDY METHODOLOGY 
We conducted 20 cognitive interviews in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area in October 
2018. Cognitive interviews were conducted in-person by four experienced interviewers from the 
Center for Behavioral Science Methods (CBSM) who were trained on the cognitive interview 
protocol prior to testing. The goal of the cognitive interviews was to determine whether the 
revised materials were successful in communicating that the ACS and the 2020 Census are 
different and that response to both is mandatory. We were also specifically interested in which 
components of the messaging successfully conveyed those messages. Our research questions 
were: 
 

1. Did participants understand that the ACS was different from the decennial census? If so, 
which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message?  

2. Did participants understand that they were required to complete both the ACS and the 
census? If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that 
message?  

3. Did participants notice and understand the language on the flap of the third mailing 
envelope? Was one version of the flap wording more successful than the other in 
getting participants to understand that the ACS is different from the census and that 
they are required to complete both?  

4. Did the FAQs answer the questions that participants had? What questions did 
participants have that were not answered by the FAQs?  

5. After seeing the field flier, did participants understand that the ACS was different than 
the census? 

4.1 Recruitment 
Participants were recruited using posts on Craigslist.com and NextDoor.com. All participants 
were screened by CBSM staff on the telephone prior to participation. Only those who indicated 
either that they are the only household member who handles the mail or that they share that 
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responsibility with others were eligible to participate. Potential participants who indicated 
someone else in their household usually handles the mail were not eligible. We implemented this 
restriction in order to screen out people who may be unlikely to see ACS mailing materials. We 
also targeted participants who read at different literacy levels, using education as a proxy 
measure. Finally, we attempted to interview people who were diverse on demographic and 
household characteristics such as race, sex, age, household income, household size, tenure 
(own/rent), and household composition (i.e., whether there were any unrelated household 
members) to the maximum extent possible. Each cognitive interview participant received $40. 

4.2 Cognitive Interview Participants 
Participants were fairly balanced on sex and diverse in terms of age, income, and education (see 
Table 3). Most participants were black or African American. In terms of household characteristics, 
participants were fairly diverse on household size, and similar numbers of participants owned or 
rented their housing units. Most participants lived with related household members.  
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Table 3. Cognitive Interview Participant Characteristics 

Demographic characteristics Participants (n = 20) 
Race   

White (non-Hispanic) 5 
White (Hispanic) 2 
Black or African American 13 

Sex   
Male 9 
Female 11 

Family income4   
Less than $15,000 5 
$15,000 to $24,999 3 
$25,000 to $49,999 2 
$50,000 to $99,999 5 
$100,000 or higher 4 

Age   
18-30 2 
31-45 6 
46-55 6 
56-65 2 
Over 65 4 

Education   
Less than high school 1 
Completed high school 5 
Some college, no degree 4 
Associate's degree (AA/AS) 0 
Bachelor's degree (BA/BS) 5 
Post-Bachelor's degree 5 

Household size5   
1 4 
2 7 
3 4 
4+ 4 

Lives with unrelated household 
members6 

  

Yes 5 
No 12 

Own/Rent   
Own 9 
Rent 11 

 

 
4 One person was asked an older version of this question; their income was less than $25,000. 
5 This information is unavailable for 1 participant. 
6 This information is unavailable for 3 participants. We included participants who live alone in the “no” responses. 
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4.3 Data Collection 
The cognitive interviews were designed to test the revised ACS mailing materials in the context 
of draft 2020 Census mailing materials (see Appendix 8.3), following the format used by Schwede 
(2013) to test materials prior to the 2010 Census. Each cognitive interview lasted approximately 
one hour. Upon arrival to the interview, participants were told that the purpose of the interview 
was to test mailing materials that the Census Bureau planned to use in 2020 (see Appendix 8.4). 
The interviewer did not mention the 2020 Census or the ACS. Participants were also given a 
consent form to sign and were told that information they provided would be confidential, that 
the interview would be recorded7, and that the interview was being observed, when applicable.  
 
Cognitive interviews were conducted using printed drafts of the mailing materials assembled into 
mailing packages as they were planned to appear in 2020 pre-COVID-19 pandemic. Participants 
were presented with mail packages individually in the approximate order that they would have 
been received by households sampled for the ACS as part of the April 2020 panel and in the 2020 
Census Internet First cohort #38 (see Table 4). This ACS panel was also chosen in the 2010 
cognitive testing because it represented a potential “worst case scenario” for ACS respondents 
in that they would receive mail from the ACS and the decennial census interspersed in the same 
time period, with decennial census mailing materials arriving first. We anticipated this might be 
the time of the year in which respondents would be most prone to conflating ACS and census.9  
 
Table 4. Order of Mailing Materials Used for Cognitive Interviews (Planned April 2020 ACS 
Panel/2020 Census Internet First Cohort #3) 

Mailing 
Approximate mailing date 

(planned) 
ACS/2020 

Census Mailing type 
1 3/19/2020 2020 Census #1 Letter 
2 3/23/2020 2020 Census #2 Letter 
3 3/26/2020 ACS #1 Initial mailing package 
4 4/2/2020 2020 Census #3 Postcard 
5 4/2/2020 ACS #2 Pressure seal reminder 
6 4/15/2020 2020 Census #4 Questionnaire package 
7 4/16/2020 ACS #3 Questionnaire package 
8 4/20/2020 ACS #4 Postcard 
9 4/27/2020 2020 Census #5 Postcard 

10 5/7/2020 ACS #5 Pressure seal reminder 

 
7 Interviews that took place at Census Bureau headquarters were both video and audio recorded; off-site 
interviews were audio-recorded only. 
8 The Census Bureau planned to stagger mailings for the 2020 Census into multiple cohorts to reduce high call 
peaks for call centers (Pennington, Bentley, and Walejko 2018). “Internet first” referred to the strategy of 
encouraging response online before offering a paper questionnaire. The third internet first cohort received the 
first mailing about the census a week after the first internet first cohort received mail.  
9 Because of constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, this mailing strategy could not be implemented for 
the April 2020 panel; the panel did not receive any ACS mailings. 
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The mailing materials shown were identical across interviews with one exception. Ten 
participants saw one version of the ACS questionnaire package mailing envelope, and the other 
half saw an alternate version of this envelope. The envelopes differed in the language displayed 
on the back flap on the envelope (see Appendix 8.1). 
 
Cognitive interviewers asked participants to verbalize their thoughts, or “think aloud,” during the 
cognitive interviews (Willis 2015). Interviewers observed participants’ interactions with these 
mailing materials but did not ask probing questions while participants were looking at them other 
than to encourage participants to think aloud (see Appendix 8.4). Probing questions on the 
mailing materials were administered retrospectively in two places: after the fifth mailing material 
was shown to participants, and after the last mailing material was shown. We probed after the 
fifth mailing because of its natural midpoint in the ACS and 2020 Census data collection 
methodologies; households that respond to the ACS and 2020 Census before mailing deadlines 
will not receive the sixth through tenth mailings. Breaking up the probing questions also gave us 
an opportunity to get in-depth participant reactions to earlier mailings that may have gotten lost 
after a number of additional mailings were shown. 
 
After participants viewed all mailing materials, interviewers asked probing questions about 
specific features of interest on the ACS materials, such as the questionnaire package envelope 
flap and the FAQs on the back of the letters in the initial mailing and questionnaire packages. At 
this time, participants were shown the version of the questionnaire package envelope they had 
not yet seen and were asked to compare the two. Participants then thought aloud while 
reviewing a print-out of the ACS field flier. The interview concluded with questions about 
participants’ impressions of the flier as well as general debriefing questions, such as if the mailing 
materials could be improved to better communicate that the ACS and the 2020 Census are 
different and that response to both is mandatory.  

4.1 Analysis 
Interviewers completed individual summaries for each of the interviews they conducted using a 
standard template. Personally identifiable information (PII) such as names were not included in 
the summaries and participants were referred to using ID numbers. Summaries included 
interviewer observations on how the participant interacted with each material (e.g., what they 
looked at and how closely they read the materials), think aloud feedback from participants, and 
responses to probing questions. Researchers also provided high-level responses to the five 
research questions for each participant. All summaries were compiled into one document which 
researchers independently reviewed. We then held a consensus meeting to answer the research 
questions, summarize results, and agree on a set of recommendations for production materials. 
The compiled summary document and discussion from this meeting formed the basis of the 
cognitive interview findings. 
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5 COGNITIVE INTERVIEW FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Differentiation of the ACS and the 2020 Census 
Many of the changes to the 2020 ACS mailing materials were made to better distinguish the ACS 
from the census, either explicitly by telling respondents the ACS is different from the census or 
indirectly by emphasizing the name of the ACS. This included changes to the envelopes, letters, 
postcards, and pressure seal mailers. We wanted to know whether participants generally 
recognized that they received mail for both the ACS and the 2020 Census, as well as which 
components of the ACS mailings best communicated this distinction. In this section, we provide 
a high-level overview of comments participants generally made about the distinction between 
the ACS and the census as well as briefly describe the comments they made in response to each 
of the mailings. 

5.1.1 Findings 

5.1.1.1 General Comments 
The majority of cognitive interview participants indicated that they generally understood some 
of the mail they looked at was for the 2020 Census and some of it was for the ACS. Most of these 
participants spontaneously made comments about this while reviewing the mailings: 
 

“Oh, this is different from the census.”  
 
“This is different from the main other survey [referring to census].”  

 
However, for a couple of participants it was not clear that they picked up on this distinction until 
we explicitly asked during probing at the end of the interview. There were also a couple of 
interviews in which we were still not sure that participants understood this distinction even after 
being asked additional probing questions. Many of the participants in the interviews who did not 
notice the distinction between the ACS and the census (or who may not have noticed it) tended 
to skim through the materials quickly without reading. A couple of these participants also had a 
lower level of educational attainment. 
 
There were also a couple of participants who seemed to think that at least some of the ACS 
mailings were being sent on behalf of both the ACS and the 2020 Census. One of these 
participants did not understand the distinction between the ACS and the census throughout the 
cognitive interview. 
 

“Well I [saw] in the brochure, it was saying ‘American Community’ AND the ‘2020 Census.’ 
So I figured it was all together - I thought it was like one whole thing. I thought they were 
sending them like as a package.”  
 
“Some of them say ‘both,’ and some are tailored just to one.”  
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5.1.1.2 Initial Mailing 
Cognitive interview participants saw the initial ACS mailing after being shown two letters for the 
2020 Census. Several changes were made to this mailing to emphasize the name of the ACS and 
how it is different from the census, including on the front and back of the envelope and the front 
and back of the letter.  
 
Some participants commented that their first reaction was that this was “another piece of mail.” 
However, once they started to look at it more closely, most participants then realized that this 
piece of mail was different from the previous pieces of mail they had seen: 
 

“And this is now a community survey. It seems to be about something quite different than 
the census.”  
 
“Okay, American Community Survey, think that’s different this time.”  
 

Participants commented on this distinction in a number of different places, though most people 
commented on it while they were looking at the front of the envelope or reviewing the front of 
the letter. Language about addresses being randomly selected for the ACS seemed to resonate 
with many participants. It seemed to help participants distinguish the ACS from the census. 
 

“That’s a good letter. At least the front of it. Hits all the main points. Including saying you 
were randomly selected, we’re not selecting just you, just whoever lives here.”  
 
“Oh they choose it, they randomly choose it. Okay. So maybe they use your address, so 
depending on where you live they use your address to see where in your neighborhood 
you might need a school or assistance or hospitals, stuff like that.”  

 
Most participants did not look at the FAQs on the back of the letter; however, they were 
successful in helping those who did look at them understand the distinction between the ACS 
and the census (see Section 5.3 for more discussion of the FAQs):  
 

“A good Q&A back here-- why this is different from the census itself.”  
 
“Okay, they do this every year, they do that every 10 years. Okay, I see the difference.”  
 
“This is a survey that has to deal with something a little different from just the census 
itself.”  

 
“It says it is different from the 2020 Census… Oh, this is about social and economic needs.”  

 
Additionally, a couple of participants each commented on this distinction while looking at the 
FAQ brochure, language brochure, or instruction card, although no changes were made to these 
materials to help distinguish the ACS from the census. Some participants commented on the 
distinction more than once while looking at different pieces of the initial mailing. A couple of 
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participants noticed the previous mailings they had seen for the census were mostly blue while 
this mailing was mostly green. No participants commented on the Census Bureau logo on the 
back of the envelope. 
 
While many participants correctly picked up on the distinction between the ACS and the census, 
a few participants understood that this mailing was somehow different from the others but could 
not quite articulate why. One participant said he thought there were two censuses from 
“different companies,” while another participant seemed to think that the ACS was sent to a sub-
sample of census respondents. 
 
There were also a few instances in which participants suggested that we add text explaining the 
difference between the ACS and the census in places where we had already done so. For example, 
one participant suggested putting text about what questions the ACS asks on the front of the 
letter. Another participant commented: 
 

“Let people know on the envelope that this is different from the census. This is an addition 
or however you want to call it. Because a lot of people are like, ‘oh, I’ve already done this. 
I did that two weeks ago, I don’t know why they’re sending me this, rip,’ and out it goes. I 
don’t know how you would do it. ‘This is not the census, this is...’ Worded nicely.”  
 

This mailing generated the most comments about the distinction between the ACS and the 
census of all of the ACS mailings. We suspect this may be because it was the first ACS mailing they 
saw and also because there were a number of places within this mailing in which language was 
added to help participants pick up on this distinction.  

5.1.1.3 First Pressure Seal Reminder 
After reviewing the initial ACS mailing, participants viewed a postcard for the 2020 Census and 
then saw the second ACS mailing, a pressure seal reminder. Changes were made to both the front 
and inside of this mailing to emphasize the difference between the ACS and the census. At this 
point in the interview, some participants were starting to feel overwhelmed by the amount of 
mail they would have received from both the census and the ACS: 
 
 “Another piece of mail [laughs].”  
 

“I get it, I see what’s going on here with the additional reminders, but it’s still a lot.”  
 
Participants also commented on the pressure seal format of this mailing, with many participants 
saying that this mailing looked like a check or some sort of other official document: 
 
 “Are they sending me a check in the mail?”  
 
A few participants also commented that they wished there were some sort of due date for 
response included in these materials: 
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“They don’t give a date when the response has to be given by.”  
 
Fewer participants commented on the distinction between the ACS and the census while 
reviewing this mailing than they did while reviewing the first mailing. Participants who did 
comment on this distinction were fairly evenly split in whether they commented on it while 
viewing the front of the pressure seal or the inside of the pressure seal. 

5.1.1.4 Questionnaire Package 
After reviewing the ACS pressure seal reminder, participants were asked some probing questions 
about the first pieces of mail that they saw. They then viewed the questionnaire package for the 
2020 Census and next saw the third ACS mailing, which is also a questionnaire package. Similar 
changes were made to this mailing as were made in the first ACS mailing, including changes to 
the front and back of both the envelope and the letter. Two different versions of the back of the 
envelope were tested (see Section 5.4 for further discussion). 
 
As with the first mailing, many participants commented on this mailing being for the ACS. 
Participants tended to comment on the distinction between the ACS and the census while 
reviewing the envelope or looking at the paper questionnaire. One participant commented on 
the difference while reviewing the front of the letter. No participants commented on the FAQs 
on the back of the letter or on the language that was added to the back of the envelope (see 
Sections 5.3 and 5.4). 
 
 “I see the American Community Survey, so I know it’s a different thing.”  
 
 “Oh, wow. So now they sent the survey, the American Community Survey, okay.”  
 
Most participants immediately noticed that this mailing was thicker than the previous ones they 
received, with some participants commenting that it was bulky or heavy. 
 

“Ugh! That’s my first response. Ugh! [picked up and dropped envelope multiple times to 
emphasize its size and weight].”  

 
Participants continued to make comments about the size of the package as they opened the 
envelope. Many participants commented that the questionnaire seemed long. This difference in 
the questionnaires seemed to help distinguish the ACS from the census: 
 

“Oh, this is thicker. They have a little more information in here… Okay, so this one asks 
more questions than the first one, so this may be a little more time consuming than the 
first one.”  

 
“Oh, [wow], this is heavy duty. They sure [are] asking a whole lot of questions.”  
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While participants understood that there were two different requests, there were a few 
participants who commented that they were not sure why the ACS and the census had to be 
conducted separately since they seemed very similar: 
 

“This is basically the 2020 Census questionnaire…It’s like you’re having a person fill out 
the same thing for two different reasons…but why? You got two different names.”  

 
This mailing generated the second most comments about the distinction between the ACS and 
the census of all of the ACS mailings, possibly because this ACS mailing included a paper 
questionnaire and also because there were a number of places in this mailing where language 
was added to help participants pick up on this distinction. 

5.1.1.5 Reminder Postcard 
Participants saw the fourth ACS mailing, a reminder postcard, immediately after reviewing the 
ACS questionnaire package. A small change was made to this mailing on the back of the postcard; 
no changes were made to the front of the postcard. 
 
Very few participants made any comments about the distinction between the ACS and the census 
while viewing this postcard. They may have felt fatigued because this was the eighth piece of 
mail they had seen during the cognitive interview. The lack of comments may have also been 
because the changes made to this postcard were relatively minimal. Only one of the participants 
who commented on the difference between the ACS and the census did so while looking at the 
front of the postcard; the other participants who commented did so while looking at the back of 
the postcard. 
 
Participants generally felt like this mailing was “just a reminder,” and many indicated they 
thought they would have already responded by the time they received this mailing.  
 

“Once again this is your reminder to remind you to please fill it out.”  
 
“Okay it wants you to complete the survey, send it in.”  

 
As a result, some people thought they would disregard this postcard or throw it away.  
 
A couple of participants were unsure whether this postcard was for the ACS, for the census, or 
for both. One participant wondered why the ACS and census could not send mailings together. 
Another participant thought this mailing was for the census at first until they saw language about 
the ACS: 
 

“Again, I thought this was about the census at first, but I see it’s about the American 
Community Survey…it doesn’t say anything about it on the front... there’s nothing bold 
that says ‘American Community Survey.’”  
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There were also a few comments from participants about the fact that this mailing did not contain 
any log-in information for the internet instrument. 

5.1.1.6 Second Pressure Seal Reminder 
Finally, participants reviewed a postcard for the 2020 Census and then saw the last ACS mailing, 
another pressure seal reminder. Only very small changes were made to both the front and inside 
of the pressure seal reminder to emphasize the ACS; otherwise, this mailing remained fairly 
similar to the one being used in production. This mailing does not reference the 2020 Census 
specifically. 
 
As with the previous ACS mailings, participants commented that this was another reminder and 
the pressure seal format of the mailing made it seem important. Some participants thought that 
this mailing would not apply to them because they would have already responded, and many 
commented they would disregard the mailing or throw it out. A few participants thought this 
mailing might be an acknowledgment that their response had been received before they opened 
the pressure seal and looked inside. 
 

“’Your response is important.’ I already did it. If there’s a way I could... ‘If you have 
completed the survey…’ That’s what I’ll do! I’ma call y’all, let you know I already did it… If 
not, want me to do it again, I’ll do it again because I thought I did it.”  
 
“I wouldn’t be too upset about it, because it said if I sent it, thank you, if I haven’t, it’s just 
a reminder.”  

 
Fewer than half of participants commented on the distinction between the ACS and the census 
when reviewing this mailing, similarly to what we observed with the first pressure seal mailing. 
All but one of the participants who commented on this difference did so while reviewing the 
inside of the mailing. A couple of these participants thought that perhaps this language could be 
strengthened: 
 

“You need to make this stand out. If I was getting both things, I’d read that quickly and 
not pay attention.”  
 
“People need to know…what’s the difference between the American Community Survey 
and the [census]. Maybe in the previous mailings, spell it out more. Like in the letter, not 
just in a brochure or something.”  

5.1.2 Recommendations 
Overall, the changes to the mailings seemed to effectively communicate to most participants that 
the ACS is different from the census. Participants noticed this distinction in different mailings and 
at different places in these mailings, but we received the most comments about the distinction 
while participants were reviewing the first and third ACS mailings. In particular, the front of the 
envelope and the front of the letters effectively communicated this message. Since these changes 
worked for most participants, we recommended only a few slight global changes that might help 
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participants who did not notice the distinction or who may not have noticed it. 
Recommendations specific to the FAQs on the back of letters and the back of the envelopes are 
made in Sections 5.3 and 5.4, respectively. 
 
We recommended further emphasizing “the American Community Survey” using bolded text 
throughout the mailings. Bold text is already used in some of the mailings, but its use is 
inconsistent. In some mailings, ACS is bolded along with “2020 Census,” in other mailings it is not 
bolded at all, and in one mailing (the postcard) “2020 Census” is bolded but ACS is not. 
Consistently bolding “ACS” could be particularly helpful for participants who only skim or glance 
at the mailing materials. 
 
Additionally, we recommended re-considering the use of the word “both” throughout the 
mailings, since a couple of participants seemed to think the ACS mailings were being sent on 
behalf of both the ACS and the decennial census. Most of the mailings (with the exception of the 
second pressure seal reminder) reference both the ACS and the census, both in messaging 
distinguishing the ACS from the census and about response to the census and the ACS being 
mandatory. We recommended dropping this word entirely or removing the bolded emphasis 
from it in the mailing materials so that it is clearer that these mailings are for the ACS. 

5.2 Mandatory Response 
All of the production ACS mailings already include language about response to the survey being 
mandatory. Therefore, changes made to the mailings to communicate that response to both the 
ACS and the census is mandatory were relatively minor. As with the language differentiating the 
ACS from the census, we made changes to the envelopes, letters, postcards, and pressure seal 
mailers. We wanted to know whether participants generally recognized that response was 
mandatory for both the ACS and the 2020 Census, as well as which components of the mailings 
best communicated this. In this section, we provide a high-level overview of comments 
participants generally made about response to the ACS and the census being mandatory as well 
as briefly describe the comments they made in response to each of the mailings. 

5.2.1 Findings 

5.2.1.1 General Comments 
While not all of the cognitive interview participants understood the distinction between the ACS 
and the census, virtually all clearly understood that response to these mailings was mandatory:  

 
 “Here we go again, response to both is required by law.”  
 
“I better go online and see since it says I’m required to do this by law.”  

 
In one interview, it was unclear whether one participant knew that response to both the ACS and 
census was mandatory because she read most of the mailings out loud verbatim and struggled 
to answer some of the probing questions.  
 



18 
 

A couple of participants made comments about how they were not sure how mandatory 
response would be enforced or that they did not know what the consequences would be if they 
did not complete the census and/or the ACS: 
 

“Never heard of somebody going to jail for not doing the census.”  
 

“I’m thinking, if I don’t fill it out, what [are] the consequences?”  
 

Otherwise, this messaging was noticed and clearly understood by participants. 

5.2.1.2 Initial Mailing  
In the initial mailing, language about response to both the ACS and the census being required by 
law was added to the front of the letter and in the FAQs that were added to the back of the letter. 
We did not change the language on the front of the envelope about mandatory response, which 
reads “your response is required by law.” 
 
About half of the cognitive interview participants commented on response being required while 
reviewing this mailing, with some participants commenting on this more than once.  
 
One participant commented that he did not know that response was required until the cognitive 
interview, and a couple of participants commented that they did not like that response is 
required by law: 
 

“I don’t like that, what do you mean… my response to both the American Community 
Survey and the 2020 is required by law. How can it be required by law if I don’t want to do 
it? I don’t see why that’s breaking the law.”  

 
Another participant asked what happens if you do not respond. Otherwise, participants tended 
to just acknowledge that they saw this language and then continued reading the materials 
included in this mailing.  
 
Participants tended to comment on this right away while reviewing the front of the envelope or 
the front of the letter. A few participants commented on it while reviewing the FAQs on the back 
of the letter. Despite the fact that no changes were made to the other production materials to 
emphasize that response to both is required, one participant each commented on this while 
reviewing other materials, with one commenting on it while looking at the language brochure 
and the other commenting on it while reviewing the FAQ brochure. 

5.2.1.3 First Pressure Seal Reminder 
We did not make any changes to the front of the first pressure seal reminder to emphasize 
mandatory response. However, small changes were made on the inside of this letter to 
emphasize that response to both the ACS and the census is mandatory. 
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Some cognitive interview participants commented on response being required while reviewing 
this mailing, though fewer participants commented on this than they did in the initial mailing 
package.  
 

“Good. I like the bold, ‘your response to both is required by law.’ That’s good.”  
 
“Okay, so you have to do it.”  

 
As in the initial mailing, some participants commented that they did not like that response was 
required by law or that they felt like they had been shown this message too many times across 
the census and ACS mailings: 
 

“I told you I’m gonna do it. You all are pressing me out. Okay, alright, I’m gonna do it. I 
got you. I’m not gonna let you all down.” 

 
A few participants noticed that there was not any language on the front of the pressure seal 
mailer about response being required as there was in the previous census and ACS mailings. One 
participant said he would not open this mailing because it did not have that language.  
 

“This one doesn’t have the, ‘you’re going to get in trouble if you don’t do it.’”  
 
“See, now it [doesn’t] say it’s required by law.” 

 
Not surprisingly, almost all of the participants who commented on response being required did 
so while reading the inside of the pressure seal mailer.  

5.2.1.4 Questionnaire Package 
Changes made to the questionnaire package to emphasize that response to the ACS and the 
census is mandatory were similar to those made to the initial mailing. Language was added to 
the front of the letter and FAQs were added to the back of the letter. As with the initial mailing, 
we did not change the language on the front of the envelope about mandatory response, which 
reads “your response is required by law.” Unlike the first mailing, language was also added to the 
back of the envelope. Two different versions of this language were tested, but only one version 
explicitly stated that response to the ACS and census is mandatory (see Section 5.4 for further 
discussion). 
 
A similar number of participants commented on response being required as did in response to 
the first pressure seal reminder. Participants did not have much to add while reviewing this 
mailing and tended to just generally acknowledge that response was required. One participant 
suggested bolding that response is required in the letter (this text was already bolded). Another 
participant was not initially sure whether the ACS was required until he read the mailing more 
closely: 
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“The first one [the census] was a mandate; I had to do it. This one was randomly selected 
for me. Is this still a mandate?” 

 
One participant commented on response being required while reviewing the front of the letter 
and one commented on it while reviewing the back of the letter with the FAQs. All other 
participants who commented did so while reviewing the front of the envelope. No participants 
commented on the language on the back of the envelope (see Section 5.4). 

5.2.1.5 Reminder Postcard 
No changes were made to this mailing on the front of the postcard. A small change was made on 
the back of the postcard to remind respondents that response to both the ACS and the census is 
required by law.  
 
Only a few participants commented on response being required while reviewing the postcard, 
and all who did so made these comments while reviewing the back of the postcard. Participants 
generally repeated previous comments while reviewing the postcard. One participant asked why 
this mailing material did not mention response being required on the front of the postcard. 

5.2.1.6 Second Pressure Seal Reminder 
The last ACS mailing was unique in the cognitive testing in that it does not specifically reference 
the 2020 Census on the front or inside of the letter. We did not make any changes to the 
production version of this letter to emphasize that response to both the census and the ACS is 
required by law. However, it does inform respondents that response to the ACS is required by 
law.  
 
A similar number of participants commented on response being required by law while reviewing 
this mailing as did while reviewing the initial mailing, first pressure seal reminder, and 
questionnaire package. Participants again tended to simply reiterate that they noticed this 
language:  

 
 “Here's another one of the, ‘you’re required by law to respond to the American 
Community Survey, response is critically important.’ It’s telling me to fill it out because it’s 
important.” 

 
These comments were made while participants were reviewing the inside of the pressure seal 
reminder. A few participants also commented that they would have already responded by the 
time they would receive this mailing because response is required by law.  

5.2.2 Recommendations 
Participants noticed and understood the language communicating that response to both the ACS 
and the census is mandatory. Participants noticed this messaging throughout the mailings and at 
different places in each of these mailings. Similar numbers of comments were made across the 
mailings with the exception of the postcard, which generated fewer comments. The messaging 
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about response being required on the front of the initial mailing and questionnaire package 
envelopes was particularly noticeable for participants.  
 
We did not recommend any overall changes to the mailing materials to emphasize that response 
to both is mandatory. Recommendations specific to the FAQs on the back of letters and the back 
of the envelopes are made in Sections 5.3 and 5.4, respectively. 

5.3 FAQs 
FAQs were added to the back of the letters in the initial mailing package and the questionnaire 
package. These FAQs were similar, but not identical. The FAQs in the questionnaire package were 
spaced out further, and there was also an additional sentence in the first FAQ about the 
information that the ACS collects (see Figure 1). We wanted to know if participants noticed the 
FAQs, whether the FAQs successfully explained the difference between the ACS and the census 
and that response to both is mandatory, if there were any additional FAQs that should be added, 
and which version, if any, of the FAQs was preferred by participants. 
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Figure 1. Letter FAQs 

Version 1 (first ACS mailing): 

 
 

Version 2 (third ACS mailing): 
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5.3.1 Findings 

5.3.1.1 General Comments 
Participants were not instructed to look at the FAQs while they were interacting with the mailing 
packages. Instead, interviewers observed whether participants noticed the FAQs, and if so, how 
closely they looked at them. Later, in the debriefing section, participants were directly asked 
whether they had seen the FAQs if interviewers were not sure whether they had or not. 
Participants who had not read the FAQs while interacting with the mailing packages were also 
asked to do so during probing. 
 
About half of participants reported seeing the FAQs in the initial mailing. Slightly more 
participants reported seeing the FAQs in the first mailing than in the third mailing questionnaire 
package. However, not everyone remembered the FAQs well or read them closely: 
 

“Nope. I didn't even read that back part. I [saw] the questions but I didn’t read.”  
 
“I don’t think I did… Oh, I did read this the first time.”  

 
One participant said they only saw the FAQs because they “happened” to flip over the page; this 
participant said she thought there should be text on the front alerting people to their presence 
on the back of the page. Another participant who did not see the FAQs admitted she could see 
through the front of the page that there was text on the back of the page but that she did not flip 
it over to read them.  
 
There were a couple of participants who still had questions or did not seem to fully understand 
why the ACS was distinct from the census when asked probes about the FAQs: 
 

“Why are we doing two surveys instead of just combining them all into one?” 
 

One participant also commented that they found the last FAQ on why the census and the ACS 
cannot share responses “confusing,” but was unable to elaborate on why he thought that was 
the case.  
 
However, overall participants generally understood the FAQs and thought they were fairly 
standard. Almost everyone noticed that the FAQs differentiated the ACS from the census and 
explained that response to both was required: 
 

“They’re basically saying it’s not the same thing and you have to respond to both.” 
 
“Well they're trying to get across, let you know that this is a different program, different 
thing that they're doing.” 
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“It’s just explaining that the American Community Survey is different than the Census and 
is required.” 

 
After reviewing the FAQs during probing, one participant said she thought the FAQ brochure 
answered these questions. Another participant said she would prefer a bulleted format for the 
FAQs. 

5.3.1.2 New FAQs to be added 
We asked participants whether there were any questions they thought should be added to the 
FAQs. The majority of participants said they could not think of any additional questions to add, 
but some participants who had suggestions had more than one. Only one participant made a FAQ 
suggestion related to language differentiating the ACS from the census. This participant 
suggested adding language about why the ACS has to be conducted at the same time as the 
census. 
 
About half of the other suggestions made by participants were regarding practical information 
about completing the ACS. Two participants suggested adding a FAQ about how long it would 
take them to complete the ACS. Other suggestions included telling respondents if they will need 
to prepare anything or collect information to complete the ACS online, providing more 
information about the different response mode options, and giving a response deadline. The 
other half of the suggestions were about elaborating on how ACS data are used, such as providing 
more information about confidentiality protections and how the $675 billion in federal funding 
that the ACS helps allocate is spent. One participant wondered how the example ACS questions 
listed in the third FAQ (education, employment, health insurance, internet access, and 
transportation) were chosen. Another participant said it would be nice to reiterate response 
information for non-English speakers in the FAQs. 

5.3.1.3 Comparing Version 1 and Version 2 
A few participants spontaneously noticed that the FAQs in the questionnaire package had more 
spacing or that the wording of the first FAQ was slightly different between the two mailings. We 
also explicitly asked which version of the FAQs participants preferred, if any. Only two 
participants preferred the version used in the initial mailing. Both of these participants said they 
preferred the more condensed format of the first FAQ in the initial mailing. One of these 
participants said that she did not think spacing out the content made it any easier to read. The 
other participant commented that the spacing pattern seemed strange to her in the version used 
in the questionnaire package: 
 

“[The first version] is more…cohesive. Like, if all the words are going to be together [for the 
last FAQ], it should be like that for all of them. It shouldn’t be like, these ones are spaced 
[points to first and second FAQs], and then [the last one is] together [points to last question], 
because then it looks like a mistake.” 

One participant said both versions were clear. The remaining participants preferred the version 
used in the questionnaire package, with many people commenting that they liked the additional 
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spacing. A few people also thought the questionnaire package version was clearer and that the 
additional information about the ACS helped better explain the difference between the ACS and 
the census: 
 

“It didn’t make me feel like I’m reading as much. It’s the same information, but it’s just, 
you’ve got some spacing in between it.” 

“[In the first version] it’s just all jumbled up.” 

“It’s spaced out… it’s much better.” 

5.3.2 Recommendations 
Overall, we found that the FAQs provided useful information for participants who read them. 
However, if the printing of the FAQs is logistically difficult or cost-prohibitive, they may not be 
necessary to include since many participants did not notice them or read them. We 
recommended using the FAQs from the questionnaire package mailing for both the initial mailing 
and questionnaire package since they were preferred by participants, and we did not have any 
recommendations for new FAQs to add. 

5.4 Envelope Flaps 
Another change made to the questionnaire package mailing was the addition of the Census 
Bureau logo and language about the ACS to the back flap of the envelope. Two versions were 
tested; both of which explained the difference between the ACS and the census. Only the first 
version explicitly stated that response was required (see Figure 2). We observed participants’ 
interaction with one randomly assigned version of the envelope flap and then presented the 
other flap during follow-up probing. Similarly to the FAQs, we wanted to know if participants 
noticed the envelope flaps, whether the language on the flaps succeeded in explaining the 
difference between ACS and census and that response is mandatory, and which version, if any, 
of the envelope flaps was preferred by participants. 
 
Figure 2. Envelope Flap Language 

Version 1: “The American Community Survey is an official survey conducted by the U.S. Census 
Bureau. You are required to respond to both the American Community Survey and the 2020 
Census. Thank you for your participation.” 
 
Version 2: “2020 is a census year. Some addresses, including yours, will receive both the 2020 
Census and the American Community Survey this year. Please respond to both. Thank you for 
your participation.” 
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5.4.1 Findings 

5.4.1.1 General Comments 
Despite the fact that almost all of the participants opened the envelope for this mailing with the 
envelope flap side up, only one participant seemed to read the language on the flap when initially 
interacting with the mailing. This is similar to what we observed in participants’ interactions with 
the census mailings, which have a placeholder URL (xxxx-xxxx.census.gov) printed on the back of 
the envelopes. Later in the interview, we explicitly asked participants whether they had noticed 
this language. Only a few additional participants said they had noticed it, with one of these 
participants explicitly stating she did not read it and another participant stating she had noticed 
the logo but not the text next to it. 

5.4.1.2 Version 1 
During probing, we asked participants who had not read the language on the envelope flap to do 
so, and asked them to put this language in their own words. A few participants commented that 
this was telling them they were required to complete the ACS, but most participants generally 
paraphrased this as saying they are required to complete both the ACS and 2020 Census: 
 

“The ACS is sponsored by the Census Bureau and you are required to do the survey and the 
2020 Census questionnaire.” 

 
“Okay, so this one is just saying basically that the American Community Survey is 
conducted by the Census Bureau, and please respond to both.” 

 
One participant first read this as stating that she only had to complete either the ACS or the 
census, but then realized her mistake. 
 
A couple of participants also commented that this envelope flap uses the language “required to 
respond” as opposed to required “by law” to respond, which is used in other parts of the mailing 
such as the front of the envelope. These participants suggested the “required to respond” phrase 
did not make it clear why response was required, but participants did not express a preference 
for either of these phrases. 

5.4.1.3 Version 2 
Similarly to Version 1, most participants generally understood this language was communicating 
that they are required to complete both the ACS and the census: 
 
 “That I have got to do two surveys.” 
 
 “You’re going to get a census and a community survey. Please do both.” 
 
A couple of participants also commented on the messaging about how only some addresses will 
receive the ACS. One of these participants commented that she assumed it would be a “small 
percent” of people who would be asked to complete both. 
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“Now it’s telling you that some addresses will receive both surveys but not everybody.”  
 “It was saying basically some addresses will receive the survey and some won’t. They’re 
not picking you personally, but it’ll probably done like a lottery type system to select 
random people to complete the survey.” 
 

5.4.1.4 Comparing Version 1 and Version 2 
Many participants immediately compared versions 1 and 2 to each other upon being shown the 
alternate version of the envelope. Similar numbers of participants thought either Version 1 or 
Version 2 was easier to understand. One participant commented that Version 1 was “more 
straightforward,” while another participant said of Version 2: 
 

“I think it’s more… I don’t know if I want to say clearer, but it gives you more information.”  
 

During probing, we also asked participants to read the language on the alternate version of the 
envelope and asked participants which version of the envelope flap, if any, better explains that 
the ACS and census are different. A few participants preferred the first version or said that they 
both were about the same, with one participant saying neither envelope flap explained this 
difference:  

 
“None of them explain that. I wouldn’t know they were different anyway. I would think 
they’d almost be the same.” 

 
Many participants said the second version better explained this difference. One participant 
commented that Version 1 made it sound to her like everyone had to complete both the ACS and 
the census. 
 

“[Version 2] makes a distinction, because it says that some will receive both.”  
 
“I guess [Version 2]…because [Version 1] doesn’t really… it’s just saying that both of them 
are required, that’s all. It’s not telling you much about it.”  
 

Participants were also asked which version of the envelope better explains that response to both 
ACS and census is required. Unsurprisingly, most participants said Version 1 better explained this 
because Version 2 does not explicitly state that response is required. 
 
Overall, when asked which version of the envelope flap they preferred, slightly more participants 
preferred Version 2, with some participants commenting this was because they felt it was more 
polite: 
 

“[Version 1] is telling you that you need to… the other is more so…asking you. It’s not really 
demanding…It’s not giving you an ultimatum.”  
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“[Version 1] is straight to the point. [Version 2] is more inviting.”  
 
“[Version 2] is asking you, not telling you.”  

 

5.4.2 Recommendations 
Both versions were generally well understood by participants. However, because only one 
participant noticed the language on the envelope flap when reviewing this mailing in cognitive 
testing, it is unclear that adding this would be worth the added printing expense. We 
recommended removing the language from the back of the envelope. 
 
If this language were to be retained, the choice of which version to use would depend on how 
important it was to communicate that response to both is required in this part of the mailing. If 
this is important, we would recommend using Version 1 or modifying Version 2 to read: 
 

“2020 is a census year. Some addresses, including yours, will receive both the 2020 Census 
and the American Community Survey this year. You are required to respond. Thank you 
for your participation.” 

 
If this is not important, we would recommend using Version 2, since participants thought this 
version better explained the difference between the ACS and the census and thought it was 
more polite. 

5.5 Field Flier 
After participants reviewed all of the mailings, we asked them to look at the field flier (see Figure 
3). Similarly to the mail materials section of the interview, we observed how participants 
interacted with the flier and asked them to think aloud as they reviewed the flier. We asked 
several follow-up probing questions, such as whether there were any questions they thought 
people might have that were not answered by the flier. We also asked participants about a 
specific line on the flier that references Congress to determine whether this was viewed 
negatively by participants. 
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Figure 3. ACS Field Flier
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5.5.1 Findings 

5.5.1.1 General Comments 
All participants reviewed both sides of the flier unprompted, with about half of the participants 
looking at the FAQ side of the flier first and the other half looking at the questionnaire image side 
first. Participants generally thought the flier was easy to understand and straightforward. Several 
participants spontaneously commented they liked the design of the flier and that it was visually 
appealing, although a couple of participants also said that it seemed “busy” or that the font was 
too small. 
 
At this point in the interview, participants had reviewed 10 pieces of mail and the field flier in 
short succession. Participants commented that this flier echoed the themes of the mailings they 
had previously reviewed and viewed it as “another reminder” that the ACS is different from the 
census and that response to both is required.  
 
 “It’s the same information, different font with some different colors.”  
 

 “I like this here, that [it says the] survey asks questions not on the census.” 

“Here's a piece of paper [to tell me]…if you didn’t know, here is a quick overview of what 
the Census Bureau is doing, what we need this information for, you need to fill out both of 
them, and so on.” 

However, one participant erroneously commented that this flier does not have any information 
about response being required by law. 
 
Many participants seemed to pick up on the fact that this flier primarily discusses the ACS, but 
some participants indicated they were confused about whether this flier was “for ACS” or “for 
census.” This confusion sometimes stemmed from the content of the flier and sometimes 
stemmed from the Census Bureau logo in the footer at the bottom of the flier.10 One participant 
thought the flier should only talk about the ACS: 
 

“You don’t have to tell me the census is conducted once every 10 years. That refers to the 
census, we’re talking now about the community survey. So information should be strictly 
on the survey.” 

One participant even thought that ACS and the census were the same thing after viewing this 
flier: 
 

“Well when you say ‘the American Community Survey’ first, that’s fine until I look down at 
the bottom and see the ‘United States Census.’ Then I know they’re the same again.”  

 
10 The appearance of the footer is mandated by the Census Bureau style guidelines (U.S. Census Bureau 2019). 
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Another particularly perceptive participant had noticed the census mailings had a lot of blue and 
the ACS mailings had a lot of green and was therefore confused by the fact that both colors are 
used on the flier. A third participant thought that the questionnaire image side was for the ACS 
and the FAQ side was for the census due to their differing titles (“The American Community 
Survey” and “The American Community Survey and the 2020 Census,” respectively) and an 
additional participant said the title on the FAQ side was confusing. 
 
Some participants commented that they started to feel like the Census Bureau was “hounding” 
them for a response. Similarly, not all participants fully understood the context in which people 
would see the flier; some asked questions such as whether this was something that would be 
hung on their front door.  
 

“Nowhere in this thing does it say an interviewer stopped at the house. Or, ‘because you 
failed to answer our numerous mailings and everything else, we need to conduct an in 
home interview because it is required by law.’ Nowhere does it tell me what this flier is.”  

“I think that…if I see this on my door, that you guys really are gonna not give up on me 
until I respond back to you.”  

Two other pieces of information that were particularly salient to participants on this flier included 
the multiple response modes shown on the questionnaire image side and that addresses are 
randomly selected for participation in the ACS. Participants generally liked that this information 
was provided.  
 

 “Okay, so there’s one on the internet and there's one on paper. Some people would 
probably prefer to do the one on paper, depending on if you have a computer. Some people 
would prefer the computer [too].”  

 “I like adding again that it was randomly selected; that it’s not just everybody, and that 
it’s just the address, not the person. That might make people less nervous about filling it 
out.” 

“Oh, but it’s random.”  

One participant seemed not to have realized that the paper form was included in one of the 
mailings he previously reviewed and was unsure how people could respond by paper. 
 

“How do I get the paper form? Have I previously received it? And if I have, it should say, 
‘You have previously received it, and if you don't have it anymore...’ How do you get 
another one?”  

5.5.1.2 Additional FAQs 
We also asked participants whether they could think of any questions people might have that 
were not answered by this flier. About half of the participants said they could not think of 
anything else. Suggestions for additional FAQs made by at least a few participants each were to 
provide a due date and discuss how the data from both the ACS and census would be used. 
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Similarly, several participants made comments about privacy and confidentiality, saying they 
were not sure if their responses would be anonymous or how their information would be kept 
private. 
 
Other suggestions made once each were to provide contact information for the Census Bureau 
or the FR such as a phone number, give information about responding in other languages, show 
specific question wording from the questionnaire, and describe what happens next if this flier 
were left at your door when you were not home. 
 

“I would want to see what it says, what kinds of questions they ask and how long it’s going to 
take.” 

5.5.1.3 Line about Congress 
On the FAQ side of the flier there is a line that reads, “The census is conducted once every 10 
years to provide an official count of the entire U.S. population to Congress.” There was some 
concern that participants might view this negatively if they interpreted it as seeming political or 
partisan. 
 
Participants’ reactions to this line were generally positive or neutral. Some people said they 
already knew that the population count went to Congress and others said it was interesting to 
learn. Only a couple of participants said that this line might “turn people off.” However, 
participants’ comments about this line illuminated another issue. Some participants thought this 
line was stating that both the ACS and census are conducted every 10 years, while other 
participants commented that it was strange for this flier to specify how often the census is 
conducted but not mention how frequently the ACS is conducted. 
 

 “The assumption is that this community survey, while it’s different from the census, it 
occurs every 10 years too.” 

“It's pretty much telling them that the census conducts these surveys every ten years, 
which is kind of a long time.” 

5.5.2 Recommendations 
While this flier was received well by participants overall, we recommended a few small changes 
to increase its clarity. First, we suggested removing “and the 2020 Census” from the title on the 
FAQ side, as its inclusion seemed to confuse participants about the purpose of the flier. This 
would make the title consistent across the two sides of the flier. Second, we recommended 
making a change to address the issue raised by the inclusion of the sentence about the timing of 
the census. This could either be accomplished by removing the reference to the census being 
conducted “every 10 years” or by adding information to the flier about how frequently the ACS 
is conducted. The 2010 version of this flier included a sentence about the ACS being conducted 
“every year,” but this was removed prior to cognitive testing because it did not capture the true 
frequency of ACS data collection, which occurs continuously.  
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6 CONCLUSION 
Overall, results from cognitive testing showed that the revised ACS mailing materials and the field 
flier were generally successful at communicating the difference between the ACS and the census 
and that response to both is mandatory. Participants noticed this language across the ACS 
mailings and in multiple places across these mailings. However, almost no participants noticed 
modifications that were made to the back of the envelopes in the initial mailing and 
questionnaire package mailing, and only some participants noticed the FAQs on the back of the 
letters in these mailings. We recommended removing the language from the back of the 
envelopes and making some small changes to the materials to help reinforce the distinction 
between the ACS and the census. 
 
The mailing material modifications tested in these cognitive interviews were made using the 2018 
ACS production materials as a starting point. Several other changes were made to the production 
ACS mailing materials for 2019 and 2020 independent of this cognitive testing. For example, the 
FAQ brochure was removed from the initial mailing, the size of the questionnaire and 
corresponding envelope were changed in the questionnaire package mailing, and language in the 
letters was modified slightly. As a result, cognitive interview recommendations were considered 
in the context of these changes. 
 
The Census Bureau planned to field final modified materials between March and September 
2020. A small number of addresses were also scheduled to receive mailing materials that did not 
mention the 2020 Census or attempt to distinguish the ACS from the census. These addresses 
were included as a control panel so that the effectiveness of these changes could be evaluated 
in preparation for the next census in 2030. This mailing strategy and experiment could not be 
implemented as planned for the April-September 2020 ACS panels due to mailing constraints 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, sampled addresses in these months received a 
different mailing strategy, comprised of fewer and different types of mailings. More information 
about the 2020 ACS mailing strategy can be found in Spiers and Heimel (2021). Given that these 
modified ACS materials could not be used as planned after March 2020, we recommend 
conducting additional testing prior to 2030 to inform decisions about their use.  
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8 APPENDIX 

8.1 2020 ACS Mailing Materials for Cognitive Testing  

8.1.1 First Planned Mailing to ACS Households in 2020 
This mail package contained the following items:  

• ACS Initial Mailing Outgoing Envelopes  
• Intro Letter  
• Instruction Card   
• Multilingual Brochure  
• FAQ Brochure 

 

8.1.1.1 Front of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 1: 
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8.1.1.2 Back of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 1: 
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8.1.1.3 Front of Letter for Testing, Mailing 1: 
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8.1.1.4 Back of Letter for Testing, Mailing 1: 
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8.1.1.5 Instruction Card, side 1 
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8.1.1.6 Instruction Card, side 2 
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8.1.1.7 Multilingual brochure, side 1 
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8.1.1.8 Multilingual brochure, side 2 
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8.1.1.9 FAQ Brochure, side 1 
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8.1.1.10 FAQ Brochure, side 2 
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8.1.2 Second Planned Mailing to ACS Households in 2020 
This mailing is a pressure-seal mailer.  
 

8.1.2.1 Outside of Pressure Seal Mailer for Testing, Mailing 2: 
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8.1.2.2 Inside of Pressure Seal Mailer for Testing, Mailing 2: 
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8.1.3 Third Planned Mailing to ACS Households in 2020 
This mail package contained the following items: 

• ACS Outgoing Envelope – two versions  
• Letter  
• Instruction Card  
• FAQ brochure  
• Questionnaire (not shown) 
• Incoming/Return envelope  

 

8.1.3.1 Front of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 3 v1: 
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8.1.3.2 Back of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 3 v1: 
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8.1.3.3 Front of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 3, v2: 
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8.1.3.4 Back of Envelope for Testing, Mailing 3, v2: 
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8.1.3.5 Front of Letter for Testing, Mailing 3: 
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8.1.3.6 Back of Letter for Testing, Mailing 3: 
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8.1.3.7 Instruction Card, side 1 
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8.1.3.8 Instruction Card, side 2 
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8.1.3.9 FAQ Brochure, side 1 
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8.1.3.10 FAQ Brochure, side 2 
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8.1.3.11 Return Envelope 
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8.1.4 Fourth Planned Mailing to ACS Households in 2020 
This mailing is a postcard. 

8.1.4.1 Address side of Postcard for Testing, Mailing 4: 
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8.1.4.2 Text side of Postcard for Testing, Mailing 4: 
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8.1.5 Fifth Planned Mailing to ACS Households in 2020 
This mailing is a pressure seal mailer.  

 

8.1.5.1 Outside of Pressure Seal Mailer for Testing, Mailing 5: 

 

 



61 
 

8.1.5.2 Inside of Pressure Seal Mailer for Testing, Mailing 5: 



62 
 

8.2 2020 ACS Field Flier for Cognitive Testing 
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8.3 Draft 2020 Census Mailing Materials 

8.3.1 First Mailing to Households for the 2020 Census 
This mail package contained the following items:  

• Invitation Letter 
• Language Assistance Sheet 
• Package Envelope 
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8.3.1.1 Invitation Letter, front 
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8.3.1.2 Invitation Letter, back 
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8.3.1.3 Language Assistance Sheet, front  
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8.3.1.4 Language Assistance Sheet, back  
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8.3.1.5 Outbound envelope, front 
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8.3.1.6 Outbound envelope, back 
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8.3.2 Second Mailing to Households for the 2020 Census 
This mail package contained the following items:  

• Reminder Letter 
• Letter Envelope 
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8.3.2.1 Reminder Letter 
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8.3.2.2 Letter envelope, front 

 
 

8.3.2.3 Letter envelope, back 
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8.3.3 Third Mailing to Households for the 2020 Census 
This mailing is a postcard.  

8.3.3.1 Postcard, front 
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8.3.3.2 Postcard, back 
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8.3.4 Fourth Mailing to Households for the 2020 Census 
This mail package contained the following items:  

• Package Envelope 
• Reminder Letter 
• Language Assistance Sheet (same as in Sections 8.3.1.3 and 8.3.1.4) 
• Questionnaire (not shown) 
• Return Envelope 

 

8.3.4.1 Outbound package envelope, front 
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8.3.4.2 Outbound package envelope, back 
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8.3.4.3 Reminder Letter 
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8.3.4.4 Return envelope  
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8.3.5 Fifth Mailing to Households for the 2020 Census 
This mailing is a postcard.  

8.3.5.1 Postcard, front 
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8.3.5.2 Postcard, back 
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8.4 Cognitive Interview Protocol 
Cognitive Testing of ACS 2020 Mail Materials 

RESPONDENT ID #:   _________________________           DATE: ____ / ____ / _____ 
 
INTERVIEWER’S NAME:  _________________________________________________ 
 
START TIME:  ______: ______    AM / PM    
 

Introduction 
 
DO NOT MENTION ACS OR DECENNIAL UNTIL PROMPTED TO DO SO. 
 
Hello, my name is ________________, and I work for the Census Bureau. Thank you for agreeing 
to help us today. Let me start by telling you a little about what we will be doing today. 
 
Every year, the Census Bureau conducts a number of surveys. Today we’re going to look at some 
of the items that might be mailed to you in 2020. We are testing mail for 2020 now so that we 
have time to plan our mailings in advance.  [If needed: Because these are example mailings, they 
may not look quite as nice as they would in 2020.] We will go through some different pieces of 
mail one by one. After you’ve finished with one piece of mail, I will hand you the next. I’ll explain 
each one to you as we go along.  
 
As I give you these mailings, I’m going to ask you to treat each one as you would if it came to your 
home. Please go through these as you would at home, as if I were not there, but say out loud 
what you are thinking as you look at the mailings.  
 
I’m also going to ask you some questions about the mailings and about your reactions to them. 
There are no right or wrong answers. I really want to hear your opinions and reactions to these 
pieces of mail, so don’t hesitate to speak up whenever something is unclear. Please feel free to 
be honest. 
 
[IF OBSERVER PRESENT]: I want to let you know that this interview is being observed by other 
Census Bureau staff. They are observing the interview because they are also interested in how 
Census Bureau mailings work for people like you. 
 
Do you have any questions about what we’ll be doing? 

Informed Consent 
• [HAND RESPONDENT COPY OF THE CONSENT FORM.] 

 
Before we start, I would like you to read over the document in front of you. This document 
explains a little bit about this interview and provides information about your rights as a 
respondent, such as that your participation is optional, all information you provide is confidential, 
and we won’t use your name in any report. It also asks for your permission to have this session 
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audio (if applicable: and video) recorded so that I can concentrate on what you are saying rather 
than having to take extensive notes.  Please ask me any questions you have about this document. 
Once you have finished reading the document, please sign and date it.  
 

• [RESPONDENT READS FORM THEN SIGNS AND DATES FORM] 
 
Thank you for signing the consent form. I will also sign this form to show that I agree to everything 
in the form.  

 
• [INTERVIEWER SIGNS AND DATES FORM] 
• [IF RESPONDENT PROVIDES CONSENT TO HAVE THE SESSION RECORDED]: I will now turn 

on the recorder.  
• [TURN ON RECORDER] 

 

Think-Aloud 
While you are looking at the materials I give you, I’d like you to tell me what’s going through your 
mind. This could include what information you’re seeing in each material, questions that come 
to your mind, and reactions you’re having. You do not have to read aloud if you would not do 
that at home. 
 
No practice think aloud. Encourage respondents to think aloud as needed throughout 
interview, especially with first few mailing pieces:  

• What are you looking at? 
• What are you thinking? 
• Remember to tell me what you are thinking about as you look at these mailings.    
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Set 1: Observation 
Research Questions:  

1. Did respondents understand that the ACS was different from the decennial census?  
If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message? 

2. Did respondents understand that they were required to complete both the ACS and the census?  
If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message? 

3. Did respondents notice and understand the language on the flap of the 3rd mailing envelope?  
4. Did the FAQs answer the questions that respondents had?  

Okay, let’s get started. 
• Make observation notes below (see questions in red text). Note any nonverbal reactions. 
• If respondent indicates they would not look at a piece of mail/would let mail pile up, note 

that but then ask them to look at it anyway. 
• Let the respondent spend no more than 3 minutes looking at each mailing.  
• Take back each mailing after respondent is finished with it—do not let them compare the 

mailings to each other until specified. 
• Hand materials to respondents SIDEWAYS, so that it is neither face up or face down. 
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Mailing 1, Decennial #1 – letter: In mid-March 2020, you would receive this piece of mail. [Give 
respondent mailing.] Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your 
home.  
 
 OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 

1. Which way does R take materials out of the envelope?   
___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. What materials does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at 
a material. Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ Envelope, front ___ Envelope, back    ___ Letter, front ___ Letter, back 
___ Language assistance sheet, front     ___ Language assistance sheet, back 
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required?   
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read letter front; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 

6. Does R read FAQs on back of letter; if so, how closely?   
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 

  
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 
Note any comments R had on the back of the letter: 
 

 Other notes: 
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Mailing 2, Decennial #2 – letter: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto the 
next piece of mail, which you would receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.] Please 
treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home. 
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Which way does R take materials out of the envelope?   

___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. What materials does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at 
a material. Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ Envelope, front ___ Envelope, back    ___ Letter, front ___ Letter, back (blank) 
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required?   
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read letter front; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 

Other notes: 
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Mailing 3, ACS #1 – letter: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto the next 
piece of mail, which you would receive about a week later. [Give respondent mailing.] Please 
treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Which way does R take materials out of the envelope?   

___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. What materials does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at 
a material. Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ Envelope, front ___ Envelope, back     ___ Letter, front ___ Letter, back    
___ FAQ Brochure ___ Instruction card, front ___ Instruction card, back 
___ Language brochure 
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required?   
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read letter front; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 

6. Does R read FAQs on back of letter; if so, how closely?   
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 
Note any comments R had on the back of the letter: 
 
Note any comments R had on envelope flap: 
 

 Other notes: 
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Mailing 4, Decennial #3 – postcard: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto 
the next piece of mail, which you might receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.] 
Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Does R look at both sides?  

 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

2. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

3. Does R comment on response being required?  
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R read content; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 
 

Other notes: 
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Mailing 5, ACS #2 – first pressure seal: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto 
the next piece of mail, which you would receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.] 
Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Which way does R open pressure seal?   

___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. Does R look at both sides (address side and blank side)?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required? 
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read content inside pressure seal; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 
 

Other notes: 
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Set 1: Neutral Probing 
Thank you. Now I have a few questions I’d like to ask you about the mailings. You can look 
through the mailings again if you’d like, but you don’t have to. 
 

• Only ask probe if not mentioned during think aloud.  
• If timing is a concern, spend less time on decennial materials than on ACS materials.  
• Take back each mailing after respondent is finished with it—do not let them compare the 

mailings to each other until specified. 
• Hand materials to respondents SIDEWAYS, so that it is neither face up or face down. 

Mailing 1, Decennial #1 – letter: 
This is the first mailing you received. [Give respondent mailing.]  

1. If needed: When I first gave you this, what did you notice about it? 
2. What do you think the main point of this mailing is? 
3. What would you have done next after reading it? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 

Mailing 2, Decennial #2 – letter: 
Thank you. [Take back previous mailing.] This is the second mailing you received. [Give 
respondent mailing.] 

1. If needed: When I first gave you this, what did you notice about it? 
2. What do you think the main point of this mailing is? 
3. Did this seem the same as the first mailing, or did it seem different? (If needed: Tell me 

more about that.) 
4. What would you have done next after reading it? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 

Mailing 3, ACS #1 – letter:  
Thank you. [Take back previous mailing.] This is the third mailing you received. [Give 
respondent mailing.] 

1. If needed: When I first gave you this, what did you notice about it? 
2. What do you think the main point of this mailing is? 
3. Did this seem the same as any of the previous mailings you saw, or did it seem 

different? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 
4. What would you have done next after reading it? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 

Mailing 4, Decennial #3 – postcard:  
Thank you. [Take back previous mailing.] This is the fourth mailing you received. [Give 
respondent mailing.] 

1. If needed: When I first gave you this, what did you notice about it? 
2. What do you think the main point of this mailing is? 
3. Did this seem the same as any of the previous mailings you saw, or did it seem 

different? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 
4. What would you have done next after reading it? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 
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Mailing 5, ACS #2 – first pressure seal: 
Thank you. [Take back previous mailing.] This is the fifth mailing you received. [Give respondent 
mailing.] 

1. If needed: When I first gave you this, what did you notice about it? 
2. What do you think the main point of this mailing is? 
3. Did this seem the same as any of the previous mailings you saw, or did it seem 

different? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 
4. What would you have done next after reading it? (If needed: Tell me more about that.) 

   

Set 2: Observation 
Thank you. Now I’m going to ask you to switch gears a bit and go back to looking at some things 
you might receive in the mail if you had not responded to the earlier pieces of mail.  

• Make observation notes below (see questions in red text). Note any nonverbal reactions. 
• If respondent indicates they would not look at a piece of mail/would let mail pile up, note 

that but then ask them to look at it anyway. 
• Let the respondent spend no more than 3 minutes looking at each mailing.  
• Take back each mailing after respondent is finished with it—do not let them compare the 

mailings to each other until specified. 
• Hand materials to respondents SIDEWAYS, so that it is neither face up or face down. 
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Mailing 6, Decennial #4 – questionnaire package: In mid-April, 2020, you might receive this piece 
of mail. [Give respondent mailing.] Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of 
mail at your home.  
 
OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 

1. Which way does R take materials out of the envelope?   
___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. What materials does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at 
a material. Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ Envelope, front ___ Envelope, back    ___ Letter, front ___ Letter, back  
___ Questionnaire ___ Return envelope, front ___ Return envelope, back 
___ Language assistance sheet, front ___ Language assistance sheet, back  
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required?  
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read letter front; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 

6. Does R read FAQs on back of letter; if so, how closely?  
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 
Note any comments R had on the back of the letter: 
 

 Other notes: 
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Mailing 7, ACS #3 – questionnaire package: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move 
onto the next piece of mail, which you would receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.] 
Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 
OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 

1. Which way does R take materials out of the envelope?   
___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

2. What materials does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at 
a material. Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ Envelope, front ___ Envelope, back   ___ Letter, front ___ Letter, back      
___ FAQ Brochure ___ Instruction card, front ___ Instruction card, back 
___ Questionnaire ___ Return envelope, front ___ Return envelope, back 
 

3. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R comment on response being required?  
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

5. Does R read letter front; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 

6. Does R read FAQs on back of letter; if so, how closely?  
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 
Note any comments R had on the back of the letter: 
 
Note any comments R had on envelope flap: 
 

 Other notes: 
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Mailing 8, ACS #4 – postcard: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto the next 
piece of mail, which you would receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.] Please treat 
it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Does R look at both sides?  

 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

2. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

3. Does R comment on response being required?  
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R read content; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 

Other notes: 
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Mailing 9, Decennial #5 – postcard: Thank you. [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto 
the next piece of mail, which you might receive a few days later. [Give respondent mailing.]  
Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home. 
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Does R look at both sides?  

 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

2. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

3. Does R comment on response being required?  
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

4. Does R read content; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 

Other notes: 
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Mailing 10, ACS #5 – second pressure seal: [Take previous mailing back.] Let’s move onto the 
next piece of mail, which you might receive a couple weeks later. [Give respondent mailing.] 
Please treat it as you would if you were receiving this piece of mail at your home.  
 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
6. Which way does R open pressure seal?   

___ Address side up  ____ Address side down 
 

7. Does R look at both sides (address side and blank side)?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

8. Does R comment on whether this is for decennial or ACS?  
 ___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

9. Does R comment on response being required? 
___ Yes   ___ No   ___ Not sure  
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

10. Does R read content inside pressure seal; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
Note any questions R asked/comments R made about this mailing: 
 

  
 
 

Other notes: 
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Sets 1 and 2: Directed Probing 
 
Research Questions: 

1. Did respondents understand that the ACS was different from the decennial census?  
If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message? 

2. Did respondents understand that they were required to complete both the ACS and the census?  
If so, which component(s) of the mail messaging succeeded in conveying that message? 

3. Did respondents notice and understand the language on the flap of the 3rd mailing envelope?  
Was one version of the flap wording more successful than the other in getting respondents to understand 
that the ACS is different from the census and that they are required to complete both? 

4. Did the FAQs answer the questions that respondents had?  
What questions did respondents have that weren’t answered by the FAQs? 
 

Thank you. Now I have a few more questions I’d like to ask you about the mailings. It’s okay if 
you are unsure or do not know the answer. There are no right or wrong answers to these 
questions. Here are the mailings you saw today. You can look through the mailings again if you’d 
like, but you don’t have to. [Place all mailings in front of respondent on table; reassemble in 
envelopes if necessary] 

• Only ask probe if not mentioned during think aloud.  
• Respondents can compare mailings if they want to but do not instruct them to do so. 

Overall 
1. If needed: Why would the Census Bureau be sending out these pieces of mail?  

a. If needed: Were these mailings sent for the same survey, or for different surveys? 
Which one(s)? 

b. If respondent still does not seem to pick up on ACS/2020 distinction: Did you notice 
that some of these pieces of mail were for the 2020 Census and some were for the 
American Community Survey? Go to #3. 

2. If respondent notices there are both ACS and 2020 mailings on their own:  
a. At what point did you realize some mail was for the American Community Survey 

and some was for the 2020 Census? Was there a specific mailing, or part of the 
mailings that made you realize this?  

b. What difference, if any, did you notice between the mail for the 2020 Census and 
mail for the American Community Survey? 

3. If needed: Is responding to the American Community Survey optional, or required? 
a. If respondent says it is required: At what point did you realize responding was 

required?  
4. If needed: Is responding to the 2020 Census optional or required? 

a. If respondent says it is required: At what point did you realize responding was 
required?  
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Envelope 
I’d like to go back to one of the envelopes you saw earlier. [Give mailing #7 envelope (ACS 
questionnaire package) to respondent with flap side up.] 

1. If needed: Did you notice the wording on the flap of this envelope? [Point to language] 
a. If no: Please take a moment to look it over. [Give respondent a moment to 

review.] 
2. In your own words, what is this saying? 

Now I’d like to show you another version of this envelope flap. Please take a moment to look it 
over. [Give to respondent; give respondent a moment to review.] 

1. In your own words, what is this saying? [Point to language] 
2. If needed: Which of these envelopes do you think better explains that the 2020 Census 

and the American Community Survey are different? 
3. If needed: [If respondent thinks 2020 and/or ACS are optional: Responding to both the 

2020 Census and the American Community Survey is required.] Which of these 
envelopes do you think better explains that responding to the 2020 Census and the 
American Community Survey is required? 

FAQs 
Let’s go back to one of the letters you saw earlier. [Give mailing #3 letter (first ACS mailing) to 
respondent.] 

1. If needed: Did you notice the back of this letter?  
a. If no: Please take a moment to look it over. [Give respondent a moment to 

review.] 
2. In your own words, what is this saying? [Gesture to back of letter] 
3. Are there any questions that you think people might have that aren’t answered here? 

Now I’d like you to look back at another one of the letters. [Give mailing #7 letter (ACS 
questionnaire package) to respondent.] 

1. If needed: Did you notice the back of this letter?  
a. If no: Please take a moment to look it over. [Give respondent a moment to 

review.] 
2. Which version of the back of the letter do you think is clearer, if any? [Gesture to 

mailing #3 and mailing #7 back of letter] 
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Flier 
 
Research Question: After seeing the field flier, did respondents understand that the ACS was different than the 
census? 
 
We are almost done with the interview. I am going to give you one more thing to look at. If you 
had not responded to the mail we looked at in this interview, you might receive an in-person visit 
from a Census Bureau interviewer. The interviewer might show you this flier, or leave it at your 
door if you are not home. Please take a moment to look it over, and remember to tell me what 
you are thinking. [Give respondent a moment to review.] 

• Make observation notes below. Note any nonverbal reactions. 
• Let the respondent spend no more than 3 minutes looking at flyer.  
• Hand flier to respondents SIDEWAYS, so that it is neither face up or face down. 

OBSERVE (DO NOT READ TO RESPONDENT): 
1. Which sides does R look at, and in what order? Mark “X” if respondent did not look at a side. 

Otherwise put a number to indicate the order. 
___ FAQ side ___ ACS paper form/online form screenshot side 
 

2. Does R notice that response is required?   
___ Yes   ___ No 
If yes, where? (Can be more than one place): __________________________________ 
 

3. Does R read content on FAQ side; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 

4. Does R read content on paper form/online form screenshot side; if so, how closely? 
___ Did not look ___ Glanced ___ Skimmed  ___ Read closely 
 
 
Note any comments made or questions R asked about the flier: 
 
Other notes: 
 

Probe: 
1. What did you think about this flier? 

a. If needed: Was there anything you think people might find confusing? 
2. Are there any questions you think people might have that are not answered by this flier? 

a. If needed: Is there any other information that you think we should put on the flier? 
3. What do you think about this line describing the census? [Point to “The census is 

conducted once every 10 years to provide an official count of the entire US population to 
Congress.”] 

4. If R only looks at one side:  
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a. Please take a moment to look at this side of the flier. [Give respondent a 
moment to review.] 

b. What did you think about this side of the flier? 

 

Debriefing 
 
Thank you. I have just a few more questions for you to wrap up. 
 

1. Was there a specific piece of mail we looked at today that stood out to you for any reason?  
a. If needed: Which piece? Why did that piece stand out to you? 

 
2. If you had received this mail in 2020, do you think you would complete the 2020 Census, 

the American Community Survey, both, or neither?  
a. If needed: Tell me more about that. 

 
3. Is there anything we could change about the mailings that would make it clearer that 

some mail is for the 2020 Census, and some mail is for the American Community Survey? 
 

4. Is there anything we could change about the mailings that would make it clearer that 
responding to both the 2020 Census and the American Community Survey is required? 
 

5. Was there anything else that we haven’t talked about that you would like to mention? 

 
Great, thank you very much. Those are all of the questions that I had for you today.  Thank you 
very much for your participation. [TURN OFF THE RECORDER.] Here is an envelope containing 
your $40, and a voucher form that verifies I gave you the money. Please complete the information 
in the highlighted areas and sign and date. [HAND THE CASH INCENTIVE TO THE RESPONDENT 
AND COLLECT VOUCHER FORM.] 
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